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Great Plains Regional Publication Number 24 
THE STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION of Plains Stat~s government influence type and level of public 
services provided because they directly affect the 
means of .financing these services. Most local services 
are provided and~ .financed by property taxes levied at 
the local level. With an increasingly mobile society, 
expanding trade centers, higher income and general 
progress in Plains economy, people are demanding 
public services which sometimes are beyond the capa-
bilities of their traditional governmental institutions 
and methods of .financing. 
Taxes are the principal means used to raise revenue 
for public services. Tax systems are closely related to 
governmental structure. Local governments depend 
heavily on the property tax. State governments can 
turn to sales tax, income tax, and other sources of reve-
nue. A discussion of providing and paying for public 
services must involve both governmental structure and 
tax systems. 
GOVERNMENT ORGANIZATION 
Government units are organized to meet public 
service needs. Most state and local governments in the 
Plains originated from plans incorporated into state 
constitutions when these states were admitted to the 
Union. Some of our current governmental problems 
originated with transfer of "Eastern" concepts of gov-
ernment to Plains environment. 
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
The first Plains State admitted to the Union was 
Texas in 1845. The last was New Mexico in 1912. State 
constitutions, written by migrants from the Middle 
West and East were based on concepts of state and 
local government transferred from these areas to the 
Plains. This transfer had particular impact on North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas consti-
tutions. These states adopted counties, townships, and 
school districts similar to more heavily populated east-
ern areas. People expected public services similar to 
those of more populous regions. 
Some of the institutional problems of the region be-
gan with settlement under the Homestead Act. Small 
farms were not adapted to much of the region. For 
example, in one township in North Dakota, there were 
123 farmsteads in 1916. Ten years later there were 46, 
and today there are 23 farms in the township. Thus 
initial planning for roads, schools, and other service 
institutions were soon unrealistic. 
In the Western Plains States, the counties are larg-
er, there are no townships, and school districts were 
initially larger and fewer. In this area with very low 
rainfall and variation in land capabilities, it was recog-
nized early that settlement patterns of the Homestead 
Policy were not adaptable. 
In the Southern Plains States, particularly Texas, 
., ,, -,, 
land settlements of the "Old South" influenced use of 
county government as the predominant local unit. 
Therefore, townships were not organized. 
-rt° S ST Al~ GOVERNMENT 
"~ ~tate constitutions establish state governments and 
give them broad powers; in turn, the state legislatures 
create local governments and give them certain pow-
ers to provide services and raise revenue. 
Generally, the Plains States have depended heavily 
on local government for public services with state 
governments providing some financial aid from reve-
nue sources other than property tax. State government 
services typically include highway construction and 
maintenance, support of colleges and universities, pro-
viding state hospitals and correctional institutions, 
state resource development, and regulatory activities. 
Changes are taking place in the Plains. The major-
ity of the counties are losing population as people shift 
from rural to urban communities. Farm population is 
declining although agricultural production is increas-
ing. Nonfarm industry is expanding but largely in 
urban centers. People are demanding public services 
which, under present governmental structure and tax 
systems, are difficult to provide. State governments 
can provide leadership to meet these problems and to 
assist local governments in reorganization and restruc-
turing of functions. 
LOCAL GOVERNMENT UNITS 
Local governments ( counties, townships, munici-
palities, school districts, and special districts) operate 
under permissive authority granted under state con-
stitutions or statutes. Each type of local unit has its tra-
ditional or special functions developed either under 
state authorization or to meet specific needs. As Plains 
people look for improved public services, they may 
want to examine alternatives, such as, reorganization 
of government units, realignment of function, and 
changes in tax systems. 
Public services and their costs are influenced by the 
size of government units as related to population, area, 
and other factors. Generally, Plains States have a large 
number of local government units as shown in Table 
1. In 1962, they had 29% of the total units in the Unit-
ed States. The large number of government units, 
compared to population, is emphasized by the last col-
umn (population per unit). The 10 Plains States had 
704 people per unit compared to the national popula-
tion of 2,006 per unit. The number of school districts 
and townships usually were high in states with large 
numbers of government units. 
Under Plains conditions of extensive space but 
sparse population, there would be fewer people per 
unit of government even under the most efficient 
operation. However, concepts of local government 
may need to be adapted to regional conditions to be 
most effective in providing public services. 
County. Traditional functions of a county govern-
ment include law enforcement, judicial administra-
tion, construction and maintenance of roads and 
bridges, recording of legal documents, andtWelfare. 
The county government usually collects property 
Table 1. Units of Government in 10 Great Plains States and the United States, 1962- Num
ber 
Total 
State units Counties Municipalities 
New Mexico 306 32 80 
Wyoming 465 23 90 
Colorado 1,194 62 253 
Montana 1,388 56 124 
Oklahoma 1,960 77 533 
North Dakota 3,029 53 356 
Texas 3,328 254 866 
South Dakota 4, 464+ 64 307 
Nebraska 5, 125+ 93 537 
Kansas 5, 411 + 105 618 
10 Plains States 26,670 819 3,764 
u.s. 91,236 3,043 17,997 
Townships 
1,387 
1, 072 
478 
1,546 
4,483 
17,144 
Special 
102 
144 
566 
192 
124 
246 
733 
80 
752 
880 
3,819 
18,323 
School Population 
district per unit* 
91 3,232 
207 761 
312 1, 542 
1,015 504 
1,225 1,223 
986 211 
1,474 2,982 
2,940 158 
3,264 285 
2,261 406 
13,775 704 
34,678 2,006 
0 July 1, 1961. 
f Kansas third, Nebraska fifth, and South Dakota sixth highest of all states. 
Source: 1962 Census of Governments, Bureau of Census, 
U.S. Dept. of Commerce. 
- ~ 
taxes for all local governments within its jurisdiction. 
Demand for services from county governments is 
increasing in the traditional .fields but also in others 
such as parks, recreation, health clinics, hospitals, civil 
defense, and airstrips. However, many smaller or 
sparsely populated counties face problems of high 
costs, low quality services, or both plus inadequate 
revenue. 
Improving county government may involve coun-
ty consolidation or a multicounty approach to provid-
ing services. Sharing use of professional personnel or 
specialized facilities between counties may be of help. 
County administration may be improved by establish-
ing an elected or appointed administrative head 
( county manager). In some cases, these changes would 
require state legislation. 
The county government, our oldest form of local 
government, will undoubtedly continue, but new 
adaptations are needed. 
Township. Today, civil township governments are 
found in 15 states including four Plains States-North 
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas. In 
about half these states, township organizations cover 
the whole state, in others, township organization is 
optional by counties. 
Generally, township functions are declining. Ma-
jor functions include maintaining country roads, pro-
viding aid to needy, assessing property, controling 
noxious weeds, and other local rural services. Al-
though the number of township governments has not 
declined much, they have given up many functions to 
county or other larger governmental units. In Iowa 
and Oklahoma, which initially had townships under 
their state constitutions, these local units became non-
functional by legislative action. With county functions 
expanding and township functions declining, people 
in Plains States with operating township units should 
carefully examine township services and costs. 
Municipality. In each state, municipalities are le-
gally designated as cities, towns, or villages. As local 
government units, they are established to provide a 
wide variety of public services for the population -liv-
ing in or near a specified area. They are granted au-
thority by the state government similar to other local 
units. 
School District. This unit of local government was 
established to perform a single function-public edu-
cation of youth. In the early days, school districts were 
designed to provide a local school within reasonable 
walking distance of most families. Thus in rural 
America, there were thousands of small school dis-
tricts in every state. 
School districts have undergone more reorganiza-
tion than any other local government unit. Improve-
ment in transportation, importance of education to 
economic growth, local demands for improved edu-
cation, high cost of providing adequate schools, and 
the need for broader revenue bases have encouraged 
great changes in school district organization. 
In many Plains areas, there is still need for im-
proving public education through reorganization. As 
was shown in Table 1, the 10 Plains States had 13,775 
school districts in 1962 (about 40% of the U.S. total). 
Nebraska ranked first and South Dakota second 
among all states in number of school districts. The 
Table 2. Number of School Districts in 10 Great Plains States, Selected Years 
State 1931-32 1943-44 
Nonoperating 
1951-52 1962-63 districts, 1962-63 
Colorado 2,041 1,644 1,333 263 34 
Kansas 8,748 5,643 3,704 2,000 250 
Montana 2,439 1,522 1,386 1,017 75 
Nebraska 7,244 6,900 6,499 3,100 450 
New Mexico 98 104 107 90 
North Dakota 2,228 2,267 2,135 838 180 
Oklahoma 4,933 2,712 2,066 1,180 
South Dakota 3,433 3,409 3,390 2,940 1,160 
Texas 7,932 2,925 2,281 1,458 12 
Wyoming 400 356 313 199 
10 Plains States 39,496 27,482 23,214 13,085 2,166 
Source: The Book of the States, 1964-65, p. 335. 
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rate of reorganization in the Plains varied widely by 
states, as indicated by Table 2. 
Reaching public agreement within a community 
or state on the best method of improving education 
continues to be a problem. Often there are different 
interests among the business community, the farm 
community, and those proposing changes in the 
school system. 
Special Districts. These local units are increasing in 
number to provide special services, particularly in 
rural areas. Examples are special districts for irriga-
tion, drainage, fire protection, soil conservation, or 
flood control. Special districts have been organized 
because people in an area wanted a service not usually 
expected from the existing governments. Also, these 
were sometimes organized to gain access to additional 
revenue where state laws have placed ceilings on mill 
levies by counties, townships, or municipalities. 
PUBLIC SERVICES AND INTERSTATE COMPARISON 
Evaluating the adequacy of most public services is 
difficult. Factors affecting the most desirable level of 
services depends on people's wants, available revenue 
sources, costs for alternative services, and other related 
circumstances. 
The. dollar standard, or money spent, is generally 
used to compare the level of services between units of 
government and between states and regions. How-
ever, it is recognized that a dollar spent in one area 
may not purchase the same quantity or quality of 
services in another. For example, $300 school expendi-
tures per pupil in a sparsely settled area may not pur-
chase the same level of education as it would in a 
populous area. In the sparsely settled area, higher 
transportation costs, higher cost per pupil for special-
ized equipment, inability to provide a complete cur-
Table 3. Per Capita Expenditures of State and Local Governments, Total 
and Selected Functions, 1963 
Roads & Health & 
State Total Education highways 
Welfare hospitals All otherlt 
Colorado $401 $177 $ 56 $51 
$27 $ 90 
Kansas 346 148 72 26 
23 77 
Montana 400 154 113 23 
16 94 
Nebraska 313 124 84 17 
18 70 
New Mexico 381 173 75 30 
17 86 
North Dakota 383 148 91 25
 13 106 
Oklahoma 345 121 68 62 
19 75 
South Dakota 349 144 101 23 
11 70 
Texas 282 111 58 23 
16 74 
Wyoming 507 180 172 
20 36 99 
10-State Ave. 371 148 89 
30 20 84 
U.S. Ave. 344 127 59 
29 25 104 
Percentage distribution 
o/o o/o o/o o/o o/o 
Colorado 44 14 
13 7 22 
Kansas 43 21 
8 7 21 
Montana 39 28 
6 4 23 
Nebraska 40 27 
5 6 22 
New Mexico 45 20 
8 5 22 
North Dakota 39 24 
7 3 27 
Oklahoma 35 20 
18 6 21 
South Dakota 41 29 7
 3 20 
Texas 39 21 
8 6 26 
Wyoming 36 34 
4 7 19 
10-State Ave. 40 24 
8 5 23 
U.S. Ave. 37 17 
8 7 31 
0 Includes police and fire protection, sanitation, parks, administration, intere
st, and minor items. 
Source: Governmental Finances in 1963, G-GF 63, No. 2, developed from
 Table 17. 
riculum for a limited number of pupils, and other 
factors tend to place this area at a disadvantage. 
COMPARATIVE EXPENDITURES 
Although different levels of government provide 
specific services, there is extensive intergovernmental 
transfer of federal, state, and local funds. Level of state 
and local public services is affected by total expendi-
tures from all revenue sources. An interstate compari-
son of total per capita expenditures for different serv-
ices is shown in Table 3. 
In total per capita expenditures, eight of the 10 
Plains States spent more than the national average. 
Cost of space in the Plains is evident. Comparison of 
expenidture level is difficult because costs are affected 
by density of population and other environmental fac-
tors. However, these comparative figures indicate 
how much the public in each state is willing to spend 
on these services. 
Education Expenditures. They accounted for 40% 
of total state and local government spending as a 10-
state average (Table 3). Seven states were above na-
tional average in per capita expenditures. There is 
considerable variation among states in the total educa-
tional expenditures per capita and its allocation as 
shown in Table 4. 
Table 4. Per Capita State and Local Government Expendi-
tures for Education, by Level, 10 Plains States and United 
States, 1963 
Local 
All Higher public Other 
State educ. educ. schools educ. 
Texas $111 $20 $ 90 $1 
Oklahoma 121 30 88 3 
Nebraska 124 29 92 3 
South Dakota 144 34 108 2 
Kansas 148 35 111 2 
North Dakota 149 47 97 4 
Montana 154 31 121 2 
New Mexico 173 48 121 4 
Colorado 177 51 123 4 
Wyoming 180 36 140 4 
10-State Ave. 148 36 109 3 
U.S. Ave. 128 25 100 3 
Source: Governmental Finances in 1963, Table 21. 
Most of higher education expenditures are financ-
ed by state government. The major portion of local 
public school expenditures is financed by the local 
district from property taxes in most Plains States. 
How to support public schools is a serious current tax 
problem. These problems involve total revenue need-
ed and determination of state-local cost sharing. 
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Although per capita expenditures for schools were 
high in the Plains, the expenditures per pupil were 
somewhat below national average. The proportion of 
population in school was above the national average. 
Teacher salaries in the 10 Plains States, averaging 
$5,212, were below the national average of $5,940. The 
range within the Plains States was $4,000 to $5,940. 
Highways, Roads, Streets. They required an aver-
age of 24% of the total state and local government ex-
penditures for the- 10 Plains States in 1963 (Table 3). 
This public expenditures category ranked second to 
education. The Plains States spent $89 per capita for 
roads compared to $59 as a national average. Com-
paratively high per capita expenditures for roads and 
highways in the sparsely settled Plains is balanced 
considerably by federal aid to states for highway 
construction. 
Public Welfare. Expenditures ranked third among 
state and local public service categories and account-
ed for 8% of total expenditures as a 10-state average 
(Table 3). The Plains States totals were very similar 
to national figures. However, there was wide varia-
tion among the states. 
"Public welfare" is used here in the restricted 
sense. It includes tax supported services for disadvan-
taged groups in society like dependent aged, depend-
ent children, physically or mentally handicapped, and 
delinquents. It includes institutional and noninstitu-
tional care. A large part is administered by county 
welfare departments under state supervision with 50 
to 75% of the major program costs provided by federal 
funds. 
Expenditures for public health and hospitals on a 
per capita basis were generally lower in the Plains 
States than the national average (Table 3). In part, this 
can be explained by rather sparse Plains population. 
Some services are needed less and others not as fully 
provided because of higher costs. 
TRENDS IN PUBLIC SERVICE EXPENDITURES 
As national and Plains income levels rise, citizens 
increase their spending for goods and services. They 
also expect improved and expanded services from the 
various levels of government. Increased spending by 
federal, state, and local governments reflect these 
changes. 
As indicated in Part I, 1963 per capita income in 
the Plains States was below national average but the 
rate of increase was about the same as the national in-
crease. The 10 Plains States had abouf 11 % of the na-
tion's population and there was wide variation among 
them in population growth. 
Over the whole nation, state and local government 
expenditures from 1961 to 1964 increased by 12% 
while total federal government expenditures in-
creased by 8%. 
For the longer time period, 19S7 to 1963, the Plains 
States showed an increase in per capita expenditures of 
state and local governments of 38% compared with a 
45% increase in all states (Table S). Expenditures for 
education showed the greatest increase and changed 
more than the national average. Public welfare spend-
ing increased less in the Plains than for all the nation. 
Expenditures and Personal Income. "Ability to 
pay" as a guide for public service support indicates the 
Plains States, as an average, spent more per $1,000 
of personal income for state and local government 
services than the national average. These figures are 
shown in Table 6. Only Nebraska and Texas spent 
less than the national average. Expenditures averaged 
higher than the United States figure for the major 
functions ( education, highways, and welfare) but 
lower for health and hospitals. 
The trend in these expenditures from 19S7 to 1963 
was up for all major functions in all Plains States. This 
means that public expenditures for state and local 
services were increasing more rapidly than personal 
income. This trend is true nationally; in fact, state 
and local expenditures per $1,000 personal income in-
creased 20% nationally from 19S7 to 1963. Compar-
atively, the Plains States increased 17%. 
Spending for Education. Expenditures are greater 
for education than for any other state or local public 
service. Also, in the Plains, spending for education is 
rising faster than for other major services. With de-
mand for improved schools, higher teachers' salaries, 
rising school and college enrollments, and increasing 
costs for buildings and facilities, people in the Plains 
are faced with the problem of finding more revenue 
for education. 
Enrollment in public elementary and secondary 
schools has been rising slightly faster than population 
increase in most Plains States. However, enrollment 
in universities and colleges is rising considerably fast-
er, as indicated by the 40% increase from 19S7 to 1963 
as a 10-state average. 
Expenditures per pupil in the Plains, for public 
elementary and secondary schools were slightly be-
low national average in the 1962-63 school year; how-
ever, there was considerable variation among states 
as shown in Figure 1. Total expense per pupil ranged 
from $380 in Oklahoma to $631 in Montana. 
During the 6-year period, 19S6-S7 to 1962-63, cur-
rent expense per pupil in average daily attendance 
increase by 36% compared with 46% nationally. On 
the other hand, total expenses, including capital out-
lay and interest, increased 41% which was above the 
national average. Extensive school consolidation in 
the Plains required above normal investment in new 
buildings and equipment. Some areas were catching 
up on needed facilities which had been postponed 
during periods of drouth or depression. 
Expenditures for universities and colleges doubled 
in the Plains States from 19S7 to 1963 as shown in 
Figure 2. The 10-state average increase was 104%. 
During the same period, the national increase was 
140%. With more young people continuing education 
beyond high school, increases in graduate school en-
rollment, higher costs of facilities and increasing in-
Table 5. Percentage Increase from 1957 to 1963 in Per Capita Expenditures of State 
and Local Governments, Total and Selected 
Functions, 10 Plains States and United States 
Public Health & 
State Total Education Highw
ays welfare hospitals 
% increase from 1957 to 1963 
Nebraska 55 58 65 
23 24 
Wyoming 54 50 86 
18 42 
North Dakota 48 81 25 
58 -5* 
Colorado 43 73 5 
18 60 
South Dakota 43 69 28 
43 28 
Montana 42 53 42 
10 25 
Oklahoma 39 37 26
 35 66 
Texas 38 37 32 
34 35 
New Mexico 37 58 13 
51 0 
Kansas 28 61 -12 
* 18 31 
10-State Ave. 38 58 31 
31 31 
U.S. Ave. 45 53 29 
45 32 
l>Minus ( - ) indicates a decrease. Kansas was constructing state tollhighways i
n 1957. 
Source: Developed from "Compendium of Government Finances," 1957 Censu~ f G
overnments, Vol. Ill, and Government Finances in 
1963, G-GF 63, No. 2. 
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structor salaries, these cost trends will probably con-
tinue. The post World War II baby boom is now 
hitting the colleges. 
Implications for Plains. These upward trends in 
expenditures for state and local public services suggest 
that people jn each state need to continuously evalu-
ate allocation of public funds and the tax structure. 
Generally, as personal income rises, people spend a 
higher proportion of income for services, both pri-
vate and public. 
Upward trends in spending mean upward trends 
in taxes. People in a community or state may be fair-
ly well satisfied with present allocation of public 
funds among government services; however, they 
also need to decide whether the present tax system 
can be improved. Increases in revenue needs and 
changes in sources of personal income suggest need 
for possible revision of tax systems. 
SOURCES OF REVENUE FOR STATE 
AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
State and local governments receive revenue from 
the federal government, from state and local taxes, 
and from miscellaneous sources, including charges 
and fees for specific services (Table 7). As an average, 
in 1963 the Plains States received 20% of total revenue 
from the federal government, considerably higher 
than the national average of 14%. They also received 
Figure 1. Estimates per pupil expenditures for public elementary and secondary schools, 1956-57 and 1962-63, 10 Plains States and 
United States. 
Year 
Current expense 
per pupil in ADA* 
~:::::; .... I --":=!=~-~------'-,: .... ;[;...:.,.:;,iw':1§~% ...... J~
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
l· 
$276 +53o/o 
$422 
$356 1 +29o/o 
$459 
State Year 
Colo. 1956-57 
1962-63 
Kan. 1956-57 
1962-63 
Mont. 1956-57 
1962-63 
Total expense 
per pupilt 
f :~~~ 
+3701g, 
I 
I $326 I +52o/o ~~~6 I 
I $463 I 
+3!~~ ·.· J $631 
1956 .. ·57 
1962-63 
Nebr. ~:::::; i,-l-:~:=:.;._:----.....__+.:....4;;.;:9..,4;%;...;I 
1956-57 
1962-63 
~::~~:: k 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
~ 
$275 +44o/o 
$395 ··· ··•·• .. t i i 
$245 +40io 
$305 1 +2so/o 
$255 +49o/o 
N.M. 
N.D. 
Okla. 
S.D. 
Tex. 
Wyo. 
10-State Ave. 
U.S.Ave. 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
0 All expenses, except capital outlay, per pupil in average daily attendance. 
fTotal expenses, including capital purchases and interest, per pupil enrolled. 
Source: Tfie Book of States, 1958-59 and 1964-65. 
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~ i!~! Ill EWJFIT!. 
k $396 $531 +34o/o 
$363 
Table 6. State and Local General Expenditures per $1,000 of Personal Income, Total and for Selected Items, 1957 and 1963, 10 
Plains States and United States 
Roads & Public Health & 
State Year Total Education highways welfare hospitals 
Colorado 1957 $140 $51 $27 $22 $ 8 
1963 165 72 23 21 11 
Kansas 1957 149 50 45 12 10 
1963 154 66 32 12 10 
Montana 1957 150 54 42 11 7 
1963 177 68 50 10 7 
Nebraska 1957 110 43 28 8 8 
1963 137 54 37 7 8 
New Mexico 1957 162 64 39 12 10 
1963 196 89 39 16 9 
North Dakota 1957 180 57 51 11 9 
1963 192 75 46 13 6 
Oklahoma 1957 152 54 33 28 7 
1963 174 61 34 31 10 
South Dakota 1957 158 55 51 11 5 
1963 173 72 50 12 5 
Texas 1957 115 45 25 10 7 
1963 137 54 28 11 8 
Wyoming 1957 162 59 46 9 12 
1963 210 75 71 8 15 
10-State Ave. 1957 148 53 39 13 8 
1963 172 69 41 14 9 
U. S. Ave. 1957 117 41 23 10 9 
1963 141 52 24 12 10 
Source: "Compendium of Government Finances," 1957 Census of Governments, Vol. III, No. 5, Table 43, and Government Finances in 
1963, G-GF 63, No. 2, Table 23. 
160 
% Increase, 
1957-63 
0 
State 
Figure 2. Increase in expenditure by state and local govern-
ments for universities and colleges from 1957 to 1963, 10 
Plains States and United States. 
152 146 - 188 -
116 
- 109 - 95 
-
N.D. N.M. Colo. Kan. Tex. Nebr. 
10-State /',ve - , 104o/o 
u.s. 140o/o 
90 -
71 
65 - - 62 -
• 
S.D. Wyo. Okla. Mont. 
Source: "Compendium of Government Finances," 1957 Census of Governments, and Government finances in 1963. 
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a higher proportion from charges and miscellaneous 
sources. 
Some miscellaneous sources include the State Mill 
and Elevator and the State Bank in North Dakota 
and the State Cement Plant in South Dakota. New 
Mexico and several other states receive considerable 
income from rents and royalties, mostly on oil and 
mineral rights and grazing lands. 
There is considerable variation among Plains 
States in their dependence on local revenue, primarily 
the property tax. Nebraska received 47% of total state 
and local revenue from the property tax as indicated 
in Table 7. New Mexico was low with 14%. 
From 1957 to 1963, the major trend in changing 
source of revenue was the increased percentage from 
federal sources both in the Plains and nationally (Fig-
ure 3). There was no significant shifting in the Plains 
States, as a group, between state and local sources; 
however, changes occurred within states. Montana 
and the Dakotas showed a slight shift from local to 
state revenue. Nebraska, New Mexico, and Wyoming 
received a higher proportion from local revenue in 
1963 than in 1957. 
State Government Taxes. State governments gen-
erally have a wide variety of revenue sources with in-
dividual states emphasizing different sources as deter-
Table 7. General Revenue of State and Local Governments, by Source, 10 Plains States and United States, 1963 
State 
Colorado 
Kansas 
Montana 
Nebraska 
New Mexico 
North Dakota 
Oklahoma 
South Dakota 
Texas 
Wyoming 
10 Plains States 
U.S. 
Colorado 
Kansas 
Montana 
Nebraska 
New Mexico 
North Dakota 
Oklahoma 
South Dakota 
Texas 
Wyoming 
10-State Ave 
U. s. Ave. 
Total 
general 
revenue 
mil. 
$ 753 
755 
277 
443 
395 
242 
804 
249 
2,924 
182 
$7,024 
62, 890 
From 
federal 
govt. 
mil. 
$ 128 
86 
63 
72 
98 
45 
182 
48 
435 
64 
$1, 221 
8,721 
o/o 
17 
11 
23 
16 
25 
18 
23 
19 
15 
35 
20 
14 
Total Total 
mil. mil. 
$ 626 $ 498 
670 553 
214 169 
371 290 
297 204 
198 140 
622 480 
201 159 
2,489 1,951 
119 86 
$ 5,807 $ 4,530 
54, 169 44,281 
Percentage distribution 
o/o o/o 
83 66 
89 73 
77 61 
84 66 
75 52 
82 58 
77 60 
81 64 
85 67 
65 47 
80 61 
86 70 
Source: Governmental Finances in 1963, G-GF 63, No. 2, Table 16. 
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State & local sources 
Taxes 
Charges 
Property Other & misc. 
mil. mil. mil. 
$ 247 $ 251 $ 128 
315 238 117 
96 73 44 
209 82 80 
54 150 93 
71 68 58 
151 328 143 
88 71 42 
880 1,072 538 
47 39 33 
$ 2, 158 $ 2,372 $1,276 
20,089 24,192 9,888 
o/o o/o o/o 
33 33 17 
42 31 16 
35 26 16 
47 19 18 
14 38 23 
30 28 24 
19 41 17 
35 29 17 
30 37 18 
26 21 18 
31 30 19 
32 38 16 
mined by state legislatures. In contrast, local govern-
ments depend almost entirely on one tax, the property 
tax, for revenue from local sources. 
The principal state taxes used in 196.3 and their 
percentages of total taxes for the Plains States are 
shown in Table 8. All 10 states used the motor 
fuels tax and other gross receipts taxes. All except 
Nebraska and Montana used a general sales tax. Six 
states used the individual income tax to varying de-
grees. The state property tax provided little or no 
revenue in eight states. Nebraska and Wyoming had 
comparatively heavy state property taxes. 
Local Government Taxes. Property taxes account-
ed for 93% of local taxes in the Plains States in 1963. 
The range was 90 to 97% in nine states, with New 
Mexico at 76%. Local governments depend on state 
and federal fund transfers plus charges and fees as 
other sources of revenue. 
Public school expenditures are rising rapidly and 
are the major expense item contributing to local 
Figure 3. Origin of general revenue of state and local governments, 10 Plains States and United States, 1957 an
d 1963. 
Source 
State Year Local,¾ S
tate,% Federal,¾ 
Colo. 
1957 44.4 l .: 40.9 U.l 
1963 44.3 I 38.8 18.9 
Ul57 51. 0 r 37.3 I u. 7 
Kan. ] I u.3 1963 51. 5 37.1 
Mont. 1957 46.3 
~~ Q l :Z :z 
1963 42.5 34.6 22.9 
Nebr. 
1957 55.6 r 32.2 12.1 
1963 55.5 ] 28.3 16.2 
N.M. 1957 20:4 I 57. 1 I 22 '2 r 1963 22.9 I 52.3 I 24.8 
N.D. 1957 40.2 41.~ 12:~ 
1963 37. 0 44.6 I 18 4 
Okla. 
1957 28.7 53.8 I 17. 5 
1963 28.7 48.7 22.6 
S.D. 1957 4
8.0 35.5 16:6 
1963 !13 5 I 37.2 19 2 
Tex. 1957 4414 I 42. 7 I 12 a 
1963 42.6 I 42. 6 I 14.9 
Wyo. 
1957 34. 3 40)8 2i:~ 
1963 31.5 33.6 34 9 
1957 41. 3 I 42.4 16.3 
10 Plains States Ave. 1963 40.0 I 39.8 20.2 
I 10.11 1957 46._8 I 43.1 
U.S.Ave. I I 1963 45.4 40.8 13.9 
Source: "Compendium of Government Finances, 1957 Census of Governments, Vol. III, No. 5, Table 24 and 
Governmental Finances in 
1963, G-GF 63, Table 24. 
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Table 8. Percentage of State Taxes by Source, 10 Plains States and United States, 1963 
Sales and gross receipts taxes 
Motor Other 
Income tax Gen. fuels select Property Other State Total sales sales sales Indiv. Corp. tax Licenses taxes 
Colorado 50.4 25.0 18.1 7.5 20.1 9.1 3.0 13.2 4.3 
Kansas 63.4 35.3 18.5 9.5 11. 8 4. 6 3.9 14.4 1. 9 
Montana 46.1 26.6 19.5 18.9 6.4 8.4 13. 1 7. 1 
Nebraska 55.2 41. 5 13.7 30.9 11. 8 2.1 
New Mexico 56.1 28.8 18.5 8.8 (9. 5/ 8. 1 11. 3 15.0 
North Dakota 59.7 25.7 19.7 14.3 9.0 2.6 4.0 19.1 5.6 
Oklahoma 57. 9 19.5 20.3 18.1 5.9 6.4 16.5 13.3 
South Dakota 74.1 28.0 26.0 20.0 0.8 22.5 2.6 
Texas 59.4 17.2 19.6 22.6 4.0 16.9 19.7 
Wyoming 54. 9 27.6 19.6 7.8 17.6 26.2 1. 3 
10-State Ave. 57.7 20.7 23.8 14.2 7.2 3.3 8. 0 16.5 7.3 
U.S. Ave. 58. 2 25.0 17.4 17.4 13.4 6.8 3.1 12.8 5.7 
0 Includes individual and corporation tax. For 10-state average, it was arbitrarily divided 6.0 for individual tax and 3.5 for corporation. Source: Detail of State Tax Collections in 1963, G-SF 63, No. 4. 
government revenue problems. Rural-city school con-
solidation has further complicated the problem be-
cause the merging of farm and city districts usually 
means a greater increase in property taxes for farm-
ers than for city residents. The farm area usually has 
a much higher property valuation per school student. 
Local government revenue problems are compli-
cated by public school costs. Generally, people favor 
improved education but local control of schools. Can 
tax revision broaden the revenue base for public 
schools and still maintain "home-rule"? 
Local school districts, as units of local government 
are primarily responsible for administering and 
financing public elementary and secondary schools. 
The property tax provides most of the revenue from 
the school district; however, county, state, and federal 
funds are additional revenue sources for local districts. 
One of the guides for evaluation of a tax system 
is "benefits received"; that is, do those who receive 
the major benefits of the service pay the taxes? The 
whole society benefits from public education. With 
the current high mobility of people, educated young 
people move about their state and nation. There is 
continuous heavy out-migration from rural Plains 
areas. Therefore, from an economic viewpoint, costs 
of public education should be spread as broadly as pos-
sible. However, as indicated by Figure 4, most Plains 
States receive a h1gh proportion of public school reve-
nue from local government. Except in New Mexico 
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and Texas, local government provided over 50% of 
school revenue in 1962-63. 
From the 1956-57 school year to 1962-63 there was 
no significant trend toward higher state or federal 
sharing of costs, although this varied by states. In six 
states the local share increased during the 6-year span, 
indicating cost increases tended to be carried by the 
districts. In several states, it would appear state govern-
ments and local units had shared in providing in-
creased revenue needs. The current emphasis on fed-
eral assistance for public education at the local level 
under the Economic Opportunity Act will stimulate 
more use of federal revenue. 
INTER-GOVERNMENTAL REVENUE TRANSFERS 
Within states, revenue is received from federal, 
state, and local sources. State governments collect a 
variety of state taxes, and local governments collect 
property taxes plus other minor taxes and charges 
for services. State governments receive the major por-
tion of federal transfers but local units also directly 
receive some federal funds. The major transfer with-
in states is from state to local governments. Local to 
state transfers are usually minor in comparison. 
State governments in the Plains, as an average, 
received 31 % of total revenue from the federal govern-
ment in 1963 compared with 23% nationwide. The 
major federal transfer in most states was for shar1ng 
highway construction costs. Thus, two sparsely 
( 
Figure 4. Estimated percentage by sources of public school revenues, 1956-57 and 1962-63. 
State Year 
Level of government 
Local,% State,% Federal,¾ 
Colo. 
Kan. 
Mont. 
Nebr. 
N.M. 
N.D. 
Okla. 
S.D. 
Tex. 
Wyo. 
IO-State Ave. 
U.S.Ave. 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
1956-57 
1962-63 
75. 4 
71.1 
69.0 
75.1 
68.0 
71. 9 
91. 7 
89.7 
18.4 
11. 8 1 
72.6 
69.2 
45.3 
63.4 
86.3 
79.2 
40.0 
44.6 
57.0 
54.9 
61. 6 
63.1 
57.6 
57.0 
Source: The Book of States, 1958-59 and 1964-65. 
settled states, Wyoming and Montana, were high 
among Plains States in federal transfers. Federal 
funds to local governments accounted for 4% of local 
revenue. 
Transfer of state collected revenue to local govern-
ments in 1963 accounted for 25% of total local revenue 
as an average for the Plains States. This compared to 
29% nationally. New Mexico was high with 46% and 
South Dakota low among Plains States with 10% . 
Inter-governmental transfer of revenue contri-
butes to broadening the revenue base for more equit-
able taxation by two categories of evaluation-(!) pay 
68.3 
76.7 
12 
20.5 I 
24.3 i 
24. 9 
20.8 
26.7 I 
23.2 I 
24 2 
25.0 
48 6 
28.3 
I 11. 8 I 
54. 0 
52.3 
40 7 I 
42.4 I 
32 2 
31.1 
38.7 
39.4 11 
4.1 
4. 6 
6.1 
4.1 
5.3 
4.9 
3.6 
4.3 
13.3 
11. 5 
3.2 
5.8 
6.1 
8.3 
4.1 
9.0 
6.0 
3.1 
2.3 
2.7 
G.4 
5.8 
3.7 
3.6 
according to benefits received and (2) ability to pay. 
For example, federal funds transferred to states help 
pay for highways which benefit national transporta-
tion, communication and development, education 
which promotes national economic growth, and wel-
fare which, indirectly, improves long-run national 
economic and social conditions. The major portion of 
federal revenue is derived from income tax which is 
based on ability to pay. 
State revenue transferred to local governments for 
reads, public schools, welfare, and other services pro-
vides opportunity for equalizing tax respons-ibility, 
1 
1 
I 
I 
improving local services, and stablizing local units 
financially. State support serves as a shock absorber 
to many rural communities with variable income re-
sulting from fluctuating farm income. 
Most states in the United States and in the Plains 
have some form of equalization program for public 
school districts in which state funds received from 
income taxes, sales taxes, or other state revenue are 
distributed to local units, usually on a per pupil basis. 
In the largely rural Plains States these state transfers 
offset to some extent the shifting of tax from city to 
farm property under school reorganization. Another 
important state-local transfer is sharing of motor fuel 
taxes. This type of tax is based on use or benefits re-
ceived. 
ADAPTING GOVERNMENT AND TAXATION 
TO PLAINS CONDITIONS 
Many of the major problems in providing and 
financing public services are most evident at the local 
government level. However, local governments have 
only permissive power under the state government; 
therefore, the leadership for change and adaptation 
would logically come from the state level. 
Local government problems increase with ex-
pansion of economic and social boundaries; therefore, 
the state can act more effectively either by aiding in 
raising revenue, taking over some local services, or 
both. Demand for improved public services is in-
creasing. If state governments do not provide leader-
ship and assistance, people will turn to the federal 
government for assistance. Assistance from higher 
levels of government usually implies some restrictions 
on the "home-rule" concept. 
Local Government Adaptation. Authorities in the 
field of local government have made suggestions for 
adaptation to Plains conditions. One of these is ad-
justing to larger areas. Township government is ob-
solete for most services. Its functions can easily be 
shifted to the county government. County units can 
consolidate or they can cooperate in providing serv-
ices. Local units for providing public health, welfare, 
education, or other services can be enlarged with or 
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without enlarging present formal units of govern-
ment. 
Realignment of responsibility for local services 
may imply that some counties shift to fewer elected 
officials. The elected county governing body could 
appoint persons of professional competence to ad-
minister particular public services. 
Changes in county or municipal government are 
governed by state law or constitution. New laws are 
often needed to permit changes. 
Adaptation of Tax Structures. Heavy reliance on 
property taxes throughout most of the Plains States 
means a high proportion of taxes are a fixed cost to 
farmers, businessmen, and other property owners re-
gardless of level or fluctuation of income. An increas-
ing percentage of personal income in the Plains is 
derived from wages, salaries, professional services, 
and other nonproperty sources, while income from 
property becomes relatively less important. 
Wider use of the income tax and sales tax by state 
governments to permit increased state aid to local 
units is being used increasingly as a supplement to the 
property tax. More state aid can be particularly bene-
ficial in the Plains States where local communi6es, 
dependent on agriculture, have highly variable in-
come. In most Plains States, state-wide income or abili-
ty to pay taxes is comparatively stable from year to 
year. 
Diversification of taxes is usually preferable to 
heavy dependence on one tax. No single tax meets 
the several criteria for taxation-ability to pay, equity, 
and payment according to benefits received. 
Need for Informed Citizens. Problems facing state 
and local governments need to be understood by a 
well informed citizenship before any realistic adapta-
tions are made. Adjustments in governmental struc-
ture or in tax systems depend on public knowledge 
and understanding of change. Means of providing 
and financing public services in the Plains States are 
decided by the people, either directly through initia-
tive or referendum or through elected representatives. 
Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation 
with the U. S. Department of 
~ riculture. John T. Stone, Dean of Extension, South Dakota State University, Brookings. 
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